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Introduction	  	  
	  
hen	   contemplating	   the	   subject	   of	   my	   Ethnographic	   Encounters	  
paper,	   I	   was	   certain	   I	   wished	   to	   depict	   my	   recent	   experiences	  
volunteering	   at	   an	   aboriginal	   rights	   NGO,	   in	   Darwin,	   Australia,	  
working	  with	  Yolngu	  of	  North-­‐East	  Arnhem	  Land.	  I	  was	  drawn	  towards	  examining	  the	  
role	  of	  media	   in	   the	   lives	  of	  Yolngu.	  The	  organisation,	  after	  all,	  was	   famous	   for	   its	  
Yolngu	  radio	  station.	  Therefore	  this	  work	  will	  centre	  around	  Arjun	  Appadurai’s	  new	  
ethnographic	   terrain,	   the	   ‘mediascape’	  which	   refers	   to:	   ‘both	   to	   the	  distribution	  of	  
the	   electronic	   capabilities	   to	   produce	   and	   disseminate	   information	   […];	   and	   to	   the	  
images	   of	   the	  world	   created	   by	   these	  media’	   (1990:	   289,	   299).	   I	   hypothesise	   that	  
scale	  is	  crucial	  for	  assessing	  the	  effects	  of	  media	  on	  the	  lives	  of	  Yolngu:	  at	  the	  local	  
scale,	  media	   is	  the	  key	  to	  fostering	  cultural	  empowerment,	  pride	  and	  preservation;	  
however	   at	   the	   national	   level	   there	   is	   a	   greater	   potential	   for	   the	   repression,	   or	  
misrepresentation	  of	  aboriginal	  affairs	  by	  the	  majority	  white	  population.	  In	  doing	  so	  I	  
attempt	  to	  deconstruct	  the	  dichotomy	  of	  the	  world’s	  ‘oldest’	  culture,	  utilising	  some	  
of	  the	  world’s	  ‘newest’	  technology.	  	  
	  
Methodology	  
This	   paper	   consists	   of	   my	   personal	   reflections,	   and	   thus	   I	   take	   a	   post-­‐positivist	  
stance,	  and	  rely	  upon	  subjective	  qualitative	  methods	  of	  inquiry.	  The	  majority	  of	  my	  
ethnographic	   findings	  occurred	   in	  situ,	  whilst	   I	  was	  working	  at	   the	  NGO	   in	  Darwin,	  
however	  I	  orchestrated	  some	  email	  interviews	  upon	  my	  return	  to	  the	  UK.	  	  My	  time	  
at	   the	   organisation	   was	   mainly	   spent	   shadowing	   the	   work	   of	   an	   accomplished	  
linguist,	  who	  was	  in	  the	  process	  of	  completing	  a	  legal	  dictionary	  in	  Yolngu	  Matha.	  He	  
kindly	   directed	   me	   to	   appropriate	   resources	   and	   readings	   to	   improve	   my	  
comprehension	   of	   Yolngu	   affairs.	   Moreover,	   these	   readings	   facilitated	   discussions	  
with	  colleagues	  at	  the	  organisation,	  on	  a	  plethora	  of	  questions.	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Positionality	  
Those	  at	   the	  organisation	  could	  have	  perceived	  me	   in	  a	  number	  of	  chameleon-­‐like	  
ways,	  as:	  the	  foreigner,	  the	  anthropology	  student,	  the	  volunteer,	  the	  friend,	  or	  just	  
as	  my	  self.	   I	  hope	  the	   latter.	   I	  would	   like	   to	  stress	  my	  humble	  position	  writing	   this	  
paper;	   I	   am	   not	   aiming	   to	   produce	   objective,	   expert	   facts;	   instead	   merely	   my	  
personal	  contemplations.	  Whilst	  at	  NGO	  it	  was	   interesting	  to	  discuss	  their	  opinions	  
on	  anthropology;	  Donald	  Thompson	  was	  cited	  as	  an	  exceptional	  anthropologist,	  who	  
was	   ‘highly	   regarded	  and	   trusted’	   by	  Yolngu	  of	  North	  East	  Arnhem	  Land.	  Others,	   I	  
was	  told,	  had	  at	  times	  inaccurately	  portrayed	  the	  Yolngu,	  and	  had	  gained	  their	  trust	  
and	  abused	  it	  by	  publishing	  secret	  information.	  Moreover,	  when	  learning	  about	  the	  
Yolngu’s	  kinship	  system	  at	  ARDS,	  I	  asked	  about	  totemic	  beliefs	  which	  I	  had	  studied	  at	  
university;	   I	   received	   a	   bewildered	   response:	   ‘Totems?!	   Don’t	   believe	   everything	  
anthropologists	  tell	  you…’	  
	  
The	  role	  of	  the	  national	  media	  in	  shaping	  the	  lives	  of	  Yolngu	  	  
It	  seems	  that	  at	  the	  national	  level,	  Yolngu	  have	  minimal	  autonomy	  over	  their	  media	  
representations.	   Firstly,	   it	   is	   necessary	   to	   examine	   the	   2007	   Northern	   Territory	  
Emergency	  Response,	  or	   ‘The	   Intervention’,	  as	   this	   is	  a	  crucial	  example	  of	  national	  
media’s	   politicised	   nature.	   On	   21st	   June	   2007,	   the	   Australian	   Federal	   Government	  
announced	  the	  enactment	  of	  a	  range	  of	  policies,	  prompted	  by	  the	  Little	  Children	  are	  
Sacred	   Report	   that	   made	   accusations	   about	   rampant	   child	   sexual	   abuse	   in	   the	  
Northern	   Territory’s	   aboriginal	   communities	   (Amnesty	   International	   2010).	   The	  
policies	   constituted	  human	   rights	   violations,	  which	  discriminated	  based	  upon	   race,	  
and	  included:	  abolishing	  the	  permit	  system	  that	  gave	  aboriginal	  people	  control	  over	  
their	   land;	  management	   of	   aboriginal	   people’s	   incomes;	  mandatory	   governmental	  
leases	  of	  aboriginal	  owned	  land	  –	  in	  essence	  a	  range	  of	  ‘paternalistic’	  policies	  which	  
denied	  basic	  rights	   (Amnesty	   International	  2010).	  Colleagues	  at	   the	  NGO	  disagreed	  
with	   the	   grounds	   for	   “The	   Intervention”,	   stating	   that	   it	   was	   a	   strategic	   political	  
manoeuvre	  as	  the	  evidence	  for	  child	  sexual	  abuse	  was	  unfounded.	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Media	   frenzy	   was	   a	   key	   contributor	   towards	   the	   formation	   of	   these	   outrageous	  
policies.	  The	  anthropologist	  Jane	  Lydon	  (2012)	  cited	  the	  ABC	  Lateline	  television	  show	  
in	   April	   2006	   featuring	   the	   Northern	   Territory	   Crown	   Prosecutor,	   Nanette	   Rogers,	  
who	   revealed	   allegations	   of	   the	   child	   sexual	   abuse	   as	   a	   key	   turning	   point	   that	  
prompted	   the	   federal	   government	   to	   take	  action	   (266).	   Lydon	  notes	   the	  pervasive	  
use	  of	   child-­‐like	   imagery	   in	   the	  media	   in	   the	  build	  up	   to	   ‘The	   Intervention’.	   This	   is	  
significant,	   as	   the	   emotive	   imagery	   of	   innocent	   children	   playing	   amidst	   their	  
deprived	   social	   conditions	   was	   poignant	   Moreover,	   throughout	   history	   child-­‐like	  
imagery	   has	   been	   used	   in	   relation	   to	   aboriginal	   Australians	   as	   a	   justification	   for	  
colonial	   control,	   and	   in	   order	   to	   claim	   that	   aboriginal	   parents	   were	   incapable	   of	  
looking	   after	   their	   own	   children,	   hence	   the	   Stolen	   Generations 1 	  (267).	   ‘The	  
Intervention’	  is	  a	  crucial	  example	  of	  the	  role	  of	  the	  media	  in	  political	  agenda	  setting.	  
Noam	   Chomsky’s	  Manufacturing	   Consent	   (1992)	   details	   how	   media	   is	   a	   form	   of	  
political	   propaganda,	   and	   serves	   as	   ‘thought	   control	   in	   a	   democratic	   society’,	   to	  
benefit	  political	  goals.	  So	  the	  media	  was	  used	  to	  manipulate	  the	  populace	  in	  order	  to	  
conform	   with	   a	   certain	   agenda	   –	   in	   this	   case	   aboriginal	   control	   and	   cultural	  
assimilation.	  	  
	  
Secondly,	  another	  contemporary	  exemplar	  of	  the	  oppression	  of	  aboriginal	  affairs	  in	  
media	  is	  the	  response	  to	  the	  recent	  Cyclone	  Lam,	  which	  hit	  the	  Northern	  Territory	  in	  
February	   2015,	   devastating	   aboriginal	   communities.	   I	   conducted	   email	   interviews	  
regarding	  the	  cyclone.	  According	  to	  Alastair	  King,	  the	  Chief	  Executive	  of	  the	  Arnhem	  
Land	  Progress	  Aboriginal	  Corporation,	   the	  clean	  up	  process	   is	  costing	  the	  Northern	  
Territory	  government	  around	  $100	  million.	  Crucially,	  six	  hours	  after	  Cyclone	  Lam	  hit	  
the	  Northern	  Territory,	   Cyclone	  Marcia	  hit	  Queensland	  and	  appeared	   to	  dominate	  
national	  media	  reports	  with	  Cyclone	  Lam	  being	  largely	  overlooked.	  	  
	  
The	   lack	   of	  media	   coverage	   of	   the	   Cyclone	   accordingly	   correlates	  with	   the	   lack	   of	  
governmental	   intervention	   in	   the	   disaster.	   Alastair	   King	   stated	   that:	   ‘I	   think	   the	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  Stolen	  Generations	  refers	  to	  the	  governmental	  policy	  from	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  20th	  century	  until	  the	  1970s,	  whereby	  indigenous	  children	  were	  forcibly	  removed	  from	  their	  families	  in	  order	  to	  impose	  cultural	  homogenisation.	  	  
	   4	  
federal	   response	   has	   been	   abysmal.	   They	   are	   invisible,	   concentrated	   on	   Cyclone	  
Marcia	  and	  now	  seem	  more	  interested	  in	  the	  latest	  cyclone	  in	  the	  Pacific’.	  Regarding	  
the	  media	  coverage:	  ‘Little	  was	  said	  in	  the	  national	  news	  after	  the	  initial	  reports.	  We	  
think	   the	  media	   nationally	   thought	  Marcia	  was	  more	   news	  worthy	   due	   to	   ease	   of	  
coverage	   and	   the	   population	   base	   affected’,	   this	   is	   in	   keeping	   with	   a	   colleague’s	  
reaction	  that	  the	  lack	  of	  response	  to	  the	  catastrophe	  is	  because:	  ‘if	  it’s	  out	  of	  sight,	  
it’s	  out	  of	  mind’.	  The	  irony	  is	  that	  media	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  draw	  people’s	  attention	  
to	  occurrences	  such	  as	  this,	  however	  it	  can	  clearly	  be	  manipulated	  by	  the	  powerful.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  Emma	  Murphy,	  a	  prominent	  linguist	  in	  Arnhem	  Land,	  also	  commented	  
on	  the	  lack	  of	  media	  coverage	  of	  Cyclone	  Lam	  vis-­‐à-­‐vis	  Cyclone	  Marcia.	  Additionally,	  
Emma	  Murphy	  stated	  that:	  ‘I	  think	  there	  is	  selective	  coverage	  of	  Aboriginal	  affairs	  in	  
the	   mainstream	   media:	   for	   example	   the	   “Australian”	   fairly	   consistently	   does	   over	  
“Aboriginal	  affairs”	  but	  I	  would	  say	  they	  do	  so	  with	  a	  particular	  ideological	  agenda	  –	  
they	  seem	  to	  find	  ways	  to	  portray	  utter	  dysfunction	  in	  Aboriginal	  communities	  which	  
then	  can	  serve	  to	  justify	  fairly	  radical	  and	  paternalistic	  government	  policy	  shifts’.	  The	  
observation	   that	   aboriginal	   presence	   in	   Australian	   media	   is	   ‘selective’	   is	  
fundamental.	  Those	  that	  are	  in	  control	  of	  said	  ‘selection’	  are	  generally	  members	  of	  
the	  white	   population,	   and	   although	   they	   are	   in	   theory	   conforming	   to	  notions	  of	   a	  
‘multicultural’	  Australia	  by	  acknowledging	   the	  aboriginal	  population,	   they	  do	  so	  on	  
their	   own	   terms.	   This	   includes	   ignoring	   the	   rich,	   creative	   spirit	   of	   aboriginals,	   and	  
instead	  their	  media	  reports	  tend	  to	  conform	  to	  vicious	  stereotypes	  that	  perpetuate	  
representations	  of	  aboriginals	  as	  the	  backward	  ‘other’.	  	  
	  
However,	  those	  I	  interviewed	  praised	  local	  Northern	  Territory	  media	  for	  its	  attention	  
to	   the	  Cyclone.	  This	   is	   fitting	  with	  my	  hypothesis	   that	   the	  scale	  of	  media	  attention	  
should	   be	   explored.	   The	   radio	   station	   at	   the	  NGO	   that	   I	   volunteered	   at	   broadcast	  
information	  about	   the	  cyclone	   in	  Yolngu	  Matha	   to	   those	   living	   in	   the	  communities	  
and	  in	  the	  homelands,	  and	  worked	  late	  during	  the	  crisis	  in	  order	  to	  give	  updates	  and	  
assist	   those	  affected.	   	  Alastair	  King	  also	   remarked	  that:	   ‘Local	  media	  coverage	  was	  
very	   good.	   Local	   ABC	   was	   exceptional	   including	   radio,	   TV,	   and	   online’.	   So	   the	  
disconnect	  between	  local	  and	  national	  media	  coverage	  must	  be	  rectified.	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Finally,	   another	   form	   of	   national	   media	   that	   is	   worth	   consideration	   is	   national	  
cinema.	  Sacha	  Clelland-­‐Stokes	   in	  her	  book	  Representing	  Aboriginality	   (2007),	  noted	  
that	   there	   is	   a	   particular	   typology	   for	   Aboriginal	   representation	   in	   the	   cinema,	  
aboriginals	  are	  portrayed	  as	  either:	  a	  social	  problem;	  through	  racist	  representations;	  
or	   romantic	   representations.	   Alan	   McKee	   (1997)	   goes	   further	   and	   claims	   that:	  
‘cinema	   is	   a	   colonial	   medium	   […]	   the	   very	   act	   of	   settler	   people	   representing	  
Aboriginal	  people	  in	  the	  media,	  is	  a	  form	  of	  colonial	  control’.	  Therefore,	  colonisation	  
can	  occur	  in	  media	  too,	  through	  control	  over	  identity	  formation.	  
	  
In	   summation,	   it	   seems	   that	   national	   media	   can	   be	   used	   as	   a	   powerful	   tool	   for	  
political	  agenda	  setting,	  and	  representations	  of	  particular	  identities,	  which	  currently	  
is	  working	  in	  favour	  of	  the	  white	  politicians,	  but	  is	  oppressing	  aboriginals.	  	  	  	  
	  
The	  role	  of	  local	  media	  in	  shaping	  the	  lives	  of	  Yolngu	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  in	  a	  more	  local	  setting,	  media	  can	  conversely	  be	  used	  to	  express	  
and	  empower	  Yolngu	  rom	  (culture).	  The	  anthropologist	  Jennifer	  Deger	  (2006)	  wrote	  
about	   her	   experiences	   studying	   media	   in	   Gapuwiyak,	   an	   aboriginal	   community	   in	  
North	  East	  Arnhem	  Land,	  and	  came	  to	  similar	  conclusions.	  Deger	  concluded	  that:	  ‘In	  
Yolngu	   hands,	   photographs,	   audio	   recordings,	   video,	   and	   radio	   generate	   mimetic	  
ripples	   that	   reach	   beyond	   “everday”	   time	   and	   space,	   amplifying	   an	   invisible	   yet	  
sensuously	   encompassing	   intersubjective	   field	   of	   unity’	   (ibid.	   215).	   Significantly,	  
Deger	  ‘located	  the	  question	  of	  culture	  in	  the	  medium	  itself’,	  and	  looked	  at	  the	  way	  in	  
which	  media	  produces	  multi-­‐sensory	  experiences,	  which	  are	  in	  keeping	  with	  Yolngu	  
ontology	   (ibid.	   xxv).	   When	   trying	   to	   understand	   Yolngu	   worldview,	   I	   was	   told:	   ‘if	  
balanda	   [white-­‐folk]	   want	   to	   know	   about	   Yolngu	   they	   should	   walk	   a	   mile	   in	   our	  
shoes;	  not	   just	  one	  foot	   in	  one	  shoe,	  but	  both	  feet.	  We	  should	  walk	  together	  to	  try	  
and	  understand	  aboriginal	  culture…	  My	  language	  is	  the	  land:	  I	  do	  not	  need	  to	  use	  a	  
dictionary,	   I	   can	   just	   use	  my	   eyes.’	   In	   this	  way	   Yolngu	   can	   use	  media	   as	   a	  way	   of	  
awakening	   their	  ontology	  and	   rom,	  as	  multimedia	   forces	  balanda	   to	   transform	  the	  
western	  worldview	  to	  encompass	  a	  more	  sensuous,	  holistic,	  embodied	  experience.	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At	   the	  organisation	   I	  was	  volunteering	  at	  media	   is	   certainly	  used	   in	  order	   to	   stoke	  
the	   Yolngu	   spirit.	   The	   NGO	   is	   unique	   due	   to	   its	   emphasis	   on	   the	   importance	   of	  
indigenous	   languages.	  As	  was	  explained	   to	  me,	   ‘language	   represents	  a	  worldview’,	  
and	   you	   cannot	   fully	   comprehend	  another	   culture	  whilst	   not	   speaking	   their	   native	  
tongue	  as:	   ‘you	  are	  only	  understanding	  something	  in	  terms	  of	  your	   language	  which	  
does	  not	  encompass	  the	   full	   semantic/cognitive	  meaning’	  Thus,	   its	   radio	  shows	  are	  
broadcast	   in	   Yolngu	   Matha.	   It	   broadcasts	   a	   range	   of	   radio	   shows	   that	   facilitate	  
educational	   empowerment.	   Whilst	   I	   was	   there	   the	   education	   project	   had	   been	  
working	   on	   radio	   plays	   about	   germ	   theory,	   the	   cycle	   of	   violence,	   and	   sexually	  
transmitted	   diseases.	   Yolngu	   have	   a	   different	   pedagogic	   process	   to	   western	  
education.	  In	  aboriginal	  culture	  you	  do	  not	  learn	  via	  questions	  and	  enquiries	  (which	  
can	  be	  seen	  as	   impolite	  and	  intrusive),	  as	  sometimes	  there	   is	  a	  reason	  why	  you	  do	  
not	  know	  certain	  information,	  as	  it	  may	  not	  be	  your	  place	  to,	  and	  so	  your	  education	  
occurs	   through	   your	   personal	   embodied	   experiences.	   In	   order	   to	   try	   and	   convey	  
information	  about	  germ	  theory	  and	  sexually	  transmitted	  diseases,	  those	  working	  on	  
the	  education	  project	  visited	  communities	  in	  North	  East	  Arnhem	  Land	  and	  engaged	  
in	   dialogic	   education,	   using	   microscopes	   to	   show	   Yolngu	   germs	   in	   order	   to	   aid	  
comprehension.	   Similarly,	   when	   trying	   to	   explain	   the	   cycle	   of	   violence,	   the	  
organisation	  produced	  a	  visual	  aid	  whereby	  the	  cycle	  of	  violence	  was	  mapped	  onto	  
the	   Yolngu	   seasonal	   cycle,	   to	   demonstrate	   how	   violence	   can	   escalate	   in	   a	   cyclical	  
manner,	   similar	   to	   the	   changing	   seasons.	   So,	   media	   is	   incorporated	   into	   a	   broad	  
cross-­‐cultural	  education	  process.	  	  
	  
Moreover,	  the	  NGO	  uses	  media	  in	  order	  to	  promote	  and	  foster	  cultural	  engagement.	  
During	   my	   time	   there,	   a	   documentary	   was	   being	   produced	   on	   an	   endangered	  
women’s	   songline	   (a	   route	   across	   the	   land	   formulated	   during	   the	   creation,	   ‘the	  
Dreamtime’).	   By	   documenting	   a	   personified	   experience	   of	   the	   songline,	   this	   is	   the	  
most	  accurate	  way	  of	  portraying	  the	  songline	  rather	  than	  –	  as	  is	  the	  case	  with	  most	  
anthropological	   and	   cultural	   documentation	   –	   transcribing	   the	   experience	   in	  
literature.	  Additionally,	   there	   is	  an	   intergenerational	  aspect	   to	   their	  work.	  As	   I	  was	  
leaving	   they	  were	  beginning	   to	   launch	  a	   radio	   show	  produced	  by	  a	  Yolngu	  woman	  
who	  was	  a	  few	  years	  my	  senior,	   in	  order	  to	  appeal	  to	  younger	  audiences.	  By	  doing	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so,	   Yolngu	   rom	   is	   more	   likely	   to	   be	   sustained,	   as	   younger	   generations	   are	  
increasingly	  exposed	  to	  western	  cultural	  assimilation.	  	  
	  
The	  organisation	  aside,	  media	  working	  alongside	  local	  communities	  can	  also	  be	  used	  
as	  a	  form	  of	  aboriginal	  activism.	  John	  Pilger’s	  recent	  documentary	  Utopia	  (2013)	  is	  a	  
key	  example	  of	  this	  (although	  it	  must	  not	  be	  overlooked	  that	  John	  Pilger	  is	  balanda).	  
In	   this	   documentary,	   Pilger	   visits	   the	   aboriginal	   community,	   Utopia:	   the	   most	  
deprived	  area	  of	  Australia.	  He	  exposes	  the	  conditions	  that	  aboriginal	  Australians	  live	  
in	  there.	  For	  example,	  15-­‐20	  people	  living	  in	  one	  tin	  shed	  infested	  with	  asbestos	  and	  
cockroaches,	  with	  no	  kitchen,	  no	  electricity,	  and	  tap	  and	  fire	  outside	  for	  cooking	  and	  
washing.	  The	  healthcare	  conditions	  were	  likened	  to	  19th	  century	  Dickensian	  England.	  
Pilger	  reveals	  that	   incarceration	  rates	  of	  black	  Australians	   in	  the	  Northern	  Territory	  
are	  higher	  than	  the	  rate	  of	   incarceration	  of	  blacks	   in	  the	   last	  10	  years	  of	  apartheid	  
South	  Africa.	  Pilger	  interviews	  white	  Australians	  in	  Sydney	  on	  Australia	  Day	  (which	  is	  
‘invasion	   day’	   for	   indigenous	   Australians)	   to	   gage	   their	   views	   on	   aboriginals,	   and	  
their	   impressions,	   which	   had	   been	   developed	   by	   the	   media,	   one	   example	   being:	  
‘they’re	   drunk	   and	   they	   do	   not	   want	   to	   get	   up	   and	   help	   themselves’.	   Pilger’s	  
documentary	   exposes	   and	   aims	   to	   correct	   these	   ignorant,	   racist,	   and	   bigoted	  
representations.	  	  
	  
Local	   indigenous	  music	   is	  another	  medium	  of	  expressing	  Yolngu	  culture,	  and	  a	  way	  
of	  putting	  aboriginal	  Australians	  on	  the	  map.	  Whilst	  at	  the	  NGO	  one	  of	  my	  colleagues	  
excitedly	  introduced	  me	  to	  the	  music	  of	  Jessica	  Maubuoy,	  or	  ‘our	  Jess’,	  as	  she	  fondly	  
referred	   to	   her	   as.	   She	   is	   a	   famous	   aboriginal	   Australian	   singer	   originally	   from	  
Darwin.	   Furthermore,	   I	   was	   also	   introduced	   to	   the	   music	   of	   the	   blind	   musician	  
Geoffrey	  Gurrumul	  Yunupingu,	   from	  Galiwin’ku,	  North	  East	  Arnhem	  Land,	  who	  has	  
played	   alongside	   Elton	   John,	   and	   to	   the	   Queen.	   It	   seemed	   he	  was	   clearly	   a	   great	  
source	  of	  Yolngu	  pride,	  and	  a	  way	  of	  exhibiting	  Yolngu	  culture	  worldwide.	  Similarly,	  
photography	   is	   another	   key	   medium	   of	   Yolngu	   expression.	   The	   aforementioned	  
anthropologist	   Jane	   Lydon	   (2012)	   highlighted	   that	   although	   media	   manipulated	  
photography	   in	   order	   to	   justify	   ‘The	   Intervention’,	   in	   fact	   aboriginals	   used	  
photography	   in	  order	   to	   counter	   claims	  of	  paedophilia.	   For	  example,	   in	  2011	  Djon	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Mudine	   created	   a	   photography	   exhibition	   called	   Cold	   Eels	   and	   Distant	   Thoughts,	  
which	   had	   the	   primary	   aim	   of	   highlighting	   that	   aboriginal	  men	   ‘are	   not	  monsters’	  
(274).	  	  
	  
So,	  to	  conclude	  this	  section,	  it	  seems	  that	  media	  at	  a	  local	  level	  can	  be	  successfully	  
utilised	  by	  the	  Yolngu	  to	  express	  their	  ontology,	  creativity,	  and	  identity.	  
	  
Conclusion	  
In	   conclusion,	   as	   pioneered	   by	   Appadurai	   (1990),	   the	   importance	   of	   media	   as	   a	  
cultural	   setting	   cannot	   be	   understated	   in	   contemporary	   anthropology.	   In	   the	   21st	  
century,	   with	   the	   proliferation	   of	   new	   technologies,	   different	   cultural	   groups	   find	  
new	   ways	   to	   constitute	   themselves,	   and	   to	   be	   constituted	   by	   others,	   through	  
multimedia.	  Yolngu	  are	  no	  exception.	  However	  Yolngu	  exert	  varying	  levels	  of	  control	  
over	  media	  as	  a	  site	  for	  their	  cultural	  identity	  contestation.	  Although	  binaries	  ought	  
to	  be	  avoided	  in	  postmodern	  anthropology,	  there	  -­‐	  generally	  speaking-­‐	  seems	  to	  be	  
a	  contrast	  in	  the	  local	  versus	  national	  media	  representations	  of	  Yolngu.	  	  
	  
At	   the	   local	   scale	   it	   seems	   that	   media	   can	   be	   used	   in	   order	   to	   promote	   cultural	  
empowerment	   and	   preservation.	  Multimedia	   itself,	   with	   its	   interactive,	   embodied	  
nature,	   is	   emblematic	   of	   Yolngu’s	   holistic	   cosmology.	   The	   organisation	   I	   was	  
volunteering	  at	   is	  a	   fundamental	  example	  of	   the	  role	  of	  media	  at	   the	   local	  scale	   in	  
North	  East	  Arnhem	  Land.	  The	  organisation	  uses	  media	  (broadcast	  in	  Yolngu	  Matha	  in	  
order	  to	  preserve	  the	  worldview	  which	  is	  portrayed	  through	  the	  language),	  in	  order	  
to	  conserve	  and	  celebrate	  Yolngu	  culture,	  as	  well	  as	  empower	  Yolngu	  through	  cross-­‐
cultural	   education.	   Other	   sources	   of	   media	   such	   as	   documentaries,	   music,	   and	  
photography	  can	  be	  utilised	  in	  activism	  in	  order	  to	  expose	  aboriginal	  deprivation,	  as	  
well	  as	  exhibit	  Yolngu	  rom,	  to	  bring	  the	  culture	  to	  the	  forefront	  of	  global	  audiences’	  
attention.	  On	   the	  other	   hand,	   at	   the	  national	   level	   it	   seems	   that	   the	  media	   is	   still	  
dominated	  by	  the	  white,	  political	  elite	   in	  order	  to	   further	  their	  agendas,	  which	  are	  
often	  to	  the	  detriment	  of	  the	  aboriginal	  population.	  Those	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  national	  
media’s	  ‘propaganda’	  not	  only	  set	  agendas,	  but	  also	  are	  in	  control	  of	  representations	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in	  the	  media,	  and	  therefore	  have	  the	  possibility	  to	  perpetuate	  racist	  stereotypes	  of	  
aboriginal	  people.	  	  
	  
So	   it	   seems	   that	   media,	   as	   a	   new	   cultural	   space,	   is	   also	   a	   site	   for	   potential	  
domination,	   in	   a	   similar	   guise	   to	   colonialism.	   Therefore,	   it	   appears	   that	   there	   is	   a	  
political	   structure	   versus	   aboriginal	   agency	   struggle	   occurring	   when	   it	   comes	   to	  
aboriginal	   representation	   in	   the	  media.	   The	   hope	   is	   that,	   in	   time,	   with	   increasing	  
globalisation	  the	  chasm	  between	  local	  and	  global	  will	  cease,	  and	  so	  Yolngu	  will	  have	  
complete	  autonomy	  over	  their	  media	  representation	  and	  will	  be	  able	  to	  utilise	  the	  
media	  as	  an	  emancipatory	  tool	  from	  their	  current	  political	  and	  cultural	  oppression.	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